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Covington: Migration into Florida of the Seminoles, 1700-1820

MIGRATION OF THE SEMINOLES INTO FLORIDA,
1700-1820
by JAMES W. C OVINGTON *
HE S EMINOLE I NDIANS were relatively late arrivals to the
Florida peninsula; the Apalachees, Calusas, Timucuans, and
smaller tribes had settled the area much earlier. The Seminole
migrations into Florida came in three distinct phases: in the
period between 1702-1750, they made raids against the Spainards
and their Indian allies, and although the Seminoles acquired much
knowledge of the Florida terrain, no significant settlements were
made. In the period 1750-1812, six or more villages were established in the northern part of Florida, and small parties explored
the entire peninsula in search of deer, bear, and other game,
and to make contact with Cuban fishermen. The third phase
came between the years of 1812-1820, when pressures in Alabama
and Georgia forced the Upper and Lower Creeks to move south
into Florida.
Although the original tribes of Florida may have numbered
as many as 25,000 persons, they were virtually extinct when the
Lower Creeks began making permanent settlements on the peninsula. The peaceful and semi-civilized Apalachees were the first
Florida Indians to suffer almost complete annihilation. Governor
James Moore of South Carolina, fifty colonial soldiers, and 1,000
Lower Creeks invaded the Apalachee area in 1704, destroying
most of the Spanish missions and carrying back with them some
300 Apalachee men and 1,000 women and children to be settled on their borders, and a considerable number of Apalachee
slaves to be sold in the West Indies. 1 Some of the Indians
eluded the English and escaped to Pensacola, Mobile, and St.

* The author was aided in his research by an award of a Shell Oil Company - U n i v e r s i t y o f T a m p a F a c u l t y R e s e a r c h G r a n t . T h e p a p e r w a s
read at the annual meeting of the Florida Historical Society, Key West,
May 6, 1967.
1. For the story of the 1704 Apalachee raid see Mark F. Boyd, Hale G.
Smith, and John W. Griffin, eds., H e r e T h e y O n c e S t o o d (Gainesville, 1951); Charles W. Arnade, “The English Invasion of Spanish
Florida, 1700-1706," Florida Historical Quarterly, XLI (July 1962),
29-37.
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Augustine. Eventually a handful returned from Georgia where
Moore had settled the migrants along the Okmulgee River, but
for all practical purposes, the Apalachee mission towns had ceased
operations. 2
Carolina slave raiders, migrations, disease, and war with the
Spanish all contributed to the extermination of the Timucuans
who were living in northeastern and central Florida when the
Spanish explorers first arrived in the sixteenth century. According
to contemporary Spanish reports, by 1705, thirty-two Indian
towns had been destroyed by raiders from the north. 3 Learning of
Moore’s success in capturing Florida Indian slaves, various parties
of whites, Yamasees, and Lower Creeks moved southward and
raided the practically defenseless villages. 4 Streams and rivers
like the St. Johns made excellent avenues of approach into
Florida. In 1702 one party of thirty-three Yamasee Indians led
by Captain Thomas Nairne paddled some six days along the river
before going ashore in search of the Timucuans. The Florida
Indians were siezed as they hunted, fished, and as they gathered
firewood. In a report in 1709, Nairne informed the Earl of
Sunderland that “the garrison of Saint Augustine is by this warr
[Queen Anne’s War] reduced to the bare walls, their castle
and Indian towns all consumed either by us in our invasion of
that place or by the Indian subjects since who in quest of booty
are now obliged to goe down as far as the point of Florida as the
firm land will permitt, they have drove the Floridians to the
islands of the Cape, have brought in and sold many hundreds
of them and dayly now continue that trade.” 5
Over the years historians and anthropologists have been
searching for significant facts concerning the final years of the
savage Calusa Indians that lived along the lower Gulf coast
2. James W. Covington, “The Apalachee Indians Move West,” Florida
Anthropologist, XVII (December 1964), 221-25; John R. Swanton,
“Early History of the Creek Indians and Their Neighbors,” Bureau
of American Ethnology Bulletin 73 (Washington, 1922), 123-28.
3. John J. TePaske, The Governorship of Spanish Florida, 1700-1763
(Durham, 1964), 197.
4. Verner W. Crane, The Southern Frontier, 1670-1732 (Ann Arbor,
1956), 81; Lewis H. Larson, Jr., “Cultural Relationships Between
the Northern Saint Johns Area and the Georgia Coast,” Florida Anthropologist, XI (February 1958), 16-19.
5. Thomas Nairne to the Earl of Sunderland, July 10, 1709, in Public
Record Office, Colonial Office 5/382, No. 11. Hereafter cited as
PRO:CO.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol46/iss4/6

2

Covington: Migration into Florida of the Seminoles, 1700-1820
342

F LORIDA H ISTORICAL Q UARTERLY

south of Tampa Bay. When Pedro Menendez de Aviles landed
near their headquarters in 1566, the tribe numbered perhaps as
many as 15,000 persons. 6 Yet, after 1572, very little is heard of
these Indians. An early name for Key West was Cayo Hueso,
and according to a local legend, early in the eighteenth century
Indians from the mainland killed many of the natives and the
piles of bones left scattered about gave the island its name,
Cayo Hueso. 7 If these early Key West inhabitants were Calusas
and not Key Indians, then only some of them were killed,
since they reportedly were causing the Spanish authorities trouble
as late as 1754. 8 In 1775, an English observer reported that Key
Vacas and Key West were refuges for Calusas hiding from the
Creeks, and that in 1763, eighty Calusa families emigrated
to Cuba. 9 There is no further record of them, and it is not
known whether they stayed in Cuba or returned to Florida after
1783, when Britain returned the territory to Spain.
Gradually Spanish control of Florida receded to a few surviving Timucuan, Apalachee, and Yamasee villages clustered for the
most part around St. Augustine and St. Marks. Florida’s native
Indian population rapidly declined, and by 1759, there were
only three villages under Spanish influence. These settlements
included seventy-nine Indians at Tolomato and Nuestra Senora
de la Leche and twenty-five persons in a village near San
10
Marcos de Apalache. In 1764, after relinquishing St. Augustine
to the English, the Spanish carried with them to Havana eightynine Yamasees: twenty men, thirty-two women, and thirty-seven
children. There is no mention of Apalachees or Timucuans living
in or near St. Augustine at this time, but there likely was
some inter-marriage among the groups. 11
6. John M. Goggin and William C. Sturtevant, “The Calusa: A Stratified Nonagricultural Society with Notes on Sibling Marriage,” in
Ward H. Goodenough, ed., Explorations in Cultural Anthropology:
Essays in Honor of George Peter Murdock (New York, 1964), 187.
7. Key West Gazette, January 11, 1832. Some survivors reportedly fled
to Cuba in seventeen canoes.
8. TePaske, Governorship of Spanish Florida, 223; William C. Sturtevant, “Chakaika and the ‘Spanish Indians’,” Tequesta, XIII (1953),
37-38.
9. Bernard Romans, A Concise Natural History of East and West Florida (New York, 1775), 291. See also facsimile edition with introduction by Rembert W. Patrick (Gainesville, 1962).
10. TePaske, Governorship of Spanish Florida, 224.
11. Robert L. Gold, “The East Florida Indians Under Spanish and English Control, 1763-1765,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XLIV (July
1965), 108.
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The Creek Indians included a confederation of some sixty
towns and a population of nearly 20,000 scattered throughout
Georgia, Alabama, and fringe areas. This confederation represented a clash of different cultures, languages, and environments,
with only rarely a common goal or front. 12 English traders classified the confederation into two principal divisions - the Upper
Creeks who lived along the Coosa and Tallapoosa branches of
the Alabama River, and the Lower Creeks residing in the valleys
of the Chattahoochee and Flint rivers along the lower Alabama
and Georgia borders. 1 3 Creek villages were located usually
along the banks of a river or stream or near a spring. These
Indians raised corn, melons, beans, and pumpkins, and when the
soil became unproductive, they moved to another site. Agriculture and hunting were carried on solely for subsistence purposes,
and little or no effort was made to dispose of surplus commodities during this early period. Although there were many
towns in the Lower Creek division, as early as 1700, the leader
from Coweta was called “Emperor of the Creeks” by Spanish
and French observers. 14
Early migrations of Creek bands into Florida can be indicated by a listing of the various Apalachee villages in 1704.
It was believed that the villages of San Carlos de Chatos and
San Pedro de los Chines included many Chatot Indians, a
Lower Creek band; another village, San Francisco de Oconi,
was probably composed of Oconees, another Lower Creek band. 15
12. Harold E. Driver, Indians of North America (Chicago, 1961), 347.
This confederation has been described as a collection of several score
tribes usually called towns and somewhat similar to the collection of
Greek city-states. According to John W. Caughey, McGillivray of the
Creeks (Norman, 1959),
“The Creeks were notoriously undisciplined.”
13. Robert S. Cotterill, The Southern Indians: The Story of the Civilized
Tribes Before Removal (Norman, 1954), 9. Still the most complete
work concerning the early history of the Creeks is Swanton’s “Early
History of the Creek Indians and Their Neighbors.”
14. Cotterill, The Southern Indians, 21; Crane, Southern Frontier, 95;
TePaske, Governorship of Spanish Florida, 203, 208.
15. Boyd, et al, Here They Once Stood, 14; John R. Swanton, “The Indian Tribes of North America,” Bureau of American Ethnology Bulletin 145 (Washington, 1952), 128-29. In 1719, when a band of
Creeks raided several Indian villages near St. Augustine, they found
at least sixteen or more Lower Creeks residing with the Yamassees
there. PRO:CO 5/1265, No. 1441. According to Barcia, the son
of a ruling Coweta chief visited St. Augustine in 1710. See Barcia's
Chronological History of the Continent of Florida, ed. and trans. by
Anthony Kerrigan (Gainesville, 1951), 354.
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These villages soon lost their Lower Creek identity and became
part of the Apalachee mission chain.
As noted previously, the Lower Creeks lived along the
Chattachoochee and Flint rivers, but in 1685, Lieutenant Antonio Matheos moved into the area to enforce Spain’s will on
them. For a time he was partially successful, but under the
influence of English traders the Lower Creek villagers migrated
northeastward to the upper Okmulgee River where they lived
for twenty-five years. 1 6 Here, Creeks from the towns of Coweta,
Kasinta, Tuskegee, Kolomi, and others became friendly with
English traders, and it was raiders from these towns who kidnapped people from Florida and sold them as slaves in Carolina.
Consequently, many Lower Creek warriors already knew a good
bit about the geography of Florida.
In 1715 the Yamasees, Apalachees, Savannahs, and their
Lower Creek allies started a conflict, the Yamasee War, against
the colonists in South Carolina. By mistreating and overcharging the Indians, the frontier traders were the direct cause of
this brief but bloody war which ended with the defeat of the
Yamasees, their retreat to the very gates of St. Augustine, and
the migration of their allies to southwestern Georgia where they
settled in an area extending from the falls of the Chattahoochee
River to a point some fifty miles down the river. 17
The new locations did not satisfy all the Lower Creeks, and
they indicated to the Spanish that they wanted to settle the
fertile lands abandoned by the Apalachees. In 1716, 1717, and
1718, Lieutenant Pena was sent into the Lower Creek territory
to secure Spanish allegiance and to ascertain how many Indians
wanted to settle in Florida. 18 The Spanish authorities recommended that the Indians select village sites along the banks of
Apalachee rivers and creeks.
Crane, Southern Frontier, 35-36; Herbert E. Bolton and Mary Ross,
The Debatable Land (Berkeley, 1925), 48-50.
17. Crane, Southern Frontier, 162-86; TePaske, Governorship of Spanish
Florida, 197-200.
18. Mark F. Boyd, ed. and trans., “Diego Pena’s Expedition to Apalachee
and Apalachicola in 1776,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XXVIII
(July 1949), 1-27: Mark F. Boyd, ed., “Documents Describing the
Second and Third Expeditions of Lieutenant Diego Pena to Apalachee
and Apalachicola in 1717 and 1718,” Florida Historical Quarterly,
XXXI (October 1952), 109-39.
16.
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When the Spanish established Fort San Marcos de Apalache
on the Gulf at St. Marks, migration of Lower Creek bands was
more actively encouraged. Although Pena could not convince
Brims, leader of Coweta, that a Spanish alliance was necessary,
he learned from the Pro-Spanish nephew of Brims that six villages would shortly move to Apalachee. These villagers were believed to be Yamasee, Yuchi, and Apalachee. 19 Unfortunately,
the Spanish lacked money to purchase gifts for the Indians,
and thus were unable to control their movement. Chiscalachisle,
Yuchi leader, visited San Marcos de Apalache, but received no
gifts and very little food, and he decided that his people ought
to stay in southern Georgia. 2 0 Only some Apalachees from Pensacola and the hill country of Georgia and a Yamasee group
moved into the Apalachee area. 21
The Spanish established a trading post at Apalachee in 1744,
but the storehouse was emptied quickly and was never refilled.
The Lower Creeks, comparing the gifts given by the Spanish,
and English and French rivals, complained, “King of Spain no
good. English goods, give much, much. Captain . . . does not
give what el Mico sends.” 22 From time to time, wandering
bands came into Apalachee to see if Spanish gifts had become
available. Usually only warriors visited the post, but in 1747,
when a tribal conflict threatened, men, women, and children
swarmed into the place. 23 At Pensacola, the Upper Creek
Tallapoosa band was invited to settle near the fort, but when
gifts were not distributed at frequent intervals the venture failed.
During this initial phase of expansion into Florida, the Lower
Creek bands, with the exception of several small villages in
the Apalachee area, made little or no attempts to form per19. Boyd, “Pena’s Expedition in 1717 and 1718,” 134; TePaske, Governorship of Spanish Florida, 203.
20. TePaske, Governorship of Spanish Florida, 205. Chiscalachisle,
brother of Brims and a war chief, established an armed town at the
juncture of the Flint and Chattahoochee rivers. See Kenneth W.
Porter, “The Founder of the ‘Seminole Nation’; Secoffee or Cowkeeper,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XXVII (April 1949), 366-67.
21. TePaske, Governorship of Spanish Florida, 206; Boyd, “Pena’s Expedition in 1717 and 1718,” 109.
22. Don Juan Isidoro de Leon to Governor Manuel de Montiano, May
21, 1745, in Lucy L. Wenhold, ed. and trans., “The Trials of Captain Isidoro de Leon,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XXXV (January
1957), 249.
23. de Leon to de Montiano, June 26, 1747, ibid., 262.
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manent establishments. They came to Florida on slave raids and
as English allies in the wars against the Spanish, but they did
not remain. The Spanish did their best to enlist the aid of
these possible allies, but when they failed to deliver sufficient
gifts, the Indians remained in Georgia and Alabama.
The second phase, which saw some permanent settlements
established in Florida and the area extensively utilized for
hunting purposes, resulted from the great success of white traders
in exchanging their products with the Indians and from power
politics. Dependence of the Indians upon white man’s goods
forced them to cast aside their age-old methods of killing game
for their immediate needs, and they started killing as much game
as possible in order to trade skins for guns, flints, powder,
blankets, dyes, beads, iron utensils, and assorted odds and ends.
In order to find the rapidly vanishing herds of deer, Indian
hunters made longer and longer trips and often remained away
from their families for several months 24 To these hunters the
relatively untapped Florida wilderness was a virtual “promised
land,” filled with vast numbers of deer, bear, and other game.
It is difficult to ascertain definite reasons for the migration
of the first Lower Creek bands into Florida and their subsequent
settlement. Perhaps this movement was due to reduction of the
herds of deer in Georgia or expansion of white settlers into
Indian territory. Certainly these migrants included some Indians
who did not want anything to do with other Lower Creeks
and who sought a place that was uninhabited by other Indians.
The travels of one of these Lower Creek bands, the Oconee,
has been related in detail by William Bartram. The band had
settled along the Oconee River in Georgia, but because of the
proximity of frontier settlements, had migrated to the lands
held by the Upper Creeks. Unhappy with this place also,
they decided to move southeast towards the Atlantic Ocean. Enroute they saw the plains and the lake at Alachua Prairie and
built the town known as Cuscowilla. At first, tribes allied with
the Spanish gave the newcomers a difficult time, but the arrival
of other Creek bands in the neighborhood forced the Spaniards
24. Carol I. Mason, “Eighteenth Century Culture Change Among the
Lower Creeks,” Florida Anthropologist, XVI (September 1963), 6579; Charles H. Fairbanks, “Some Problems of the Origin of Creek
Pottery,” Florida Anthropologist, XI (June 1959), 53.
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and their Indian friends to retreat into the defensive area around
St. Augustine. 25
During the first Spanish period, Seminole pressure against
white settlements in Florida increased to such a degree the inhabitants of San Marcos de Apalache and St. Augustine were
forced to stay near their respective town limits, and sea contacts replaced land communication between the two places. 26 Cowkeeper (Ahaya) claimed that he had killed eighty-six Spaniards,
and he had his successor as band leader promise to kill fourteen more. 27 Bartram talked to an Indian trader who knew the
Lower Creeks well and learned a possible reason for the Oconee
migration into Florida. The southern Indian bands constantly
needed to change their sites, growing maize and beans exhausted
the soil and they were forced to move to more fertile sites.
Since hostile tribes, Cherokees, Chicasaws, and Choctaws lived
all around the Lower Creeks, the latter sought to migrate to
Florida where there was no need to expect a battle whenever
a change of village sites was contemplated. 28
The largest Seminole camps in Florida during the 1770s
were in present-day Alachua, Leon, and Levy counties. Cuscowilla
in Alachua included some thirty dwellings, a population
of several hundred persons, and a considerable number of Yamasee
slaves. The Seminoles residing there, as indicated by their silver
crucifixes and Spanish words in their speech, showed evidence
29
Under leadership of Cowkeeper,
of contact with the Spanish.
25. Francis Harper, ed., The Travels of William Bartram (New Haven,
1958), 240. According to Porter, “The Founder of the Seminole
Nation,” 381, Bartram really meant the Lower Creeks and not the
Upper Creeks when he stated that the Oconee first moved to the
Creek lands and then southward. So far as can be determined, the
exact site of Cuscowilla has not been located by historians or anthropologists. Thus, in connection with this most famous Seminole
town, there are two mysteries - it is not known where it stood or the
exact date of its establishment. Interview with John Goggin, Gainesville, Florida, October 1962.
26. James W. Covington, ed., “The British Meet the Seminoles,” Contributions of the Florida State Museum, Social Sciences Number 7
(Gainesville, 1961), 3.
27. John T. Sprague, The Origin, Progress, and Conclusion of the Florida
War (New York, 1848), 19. See also facsimile edition with introduction by John K. Mahon (Gainesville, 1964).
28. Harper, Travels of William Bartram, 247.
29. For an account concerning Spanish loan words see William C. Sturtevant, “Spanish-Indian Relations in Southeastern North America,”
Ethnohistory, IX (Winter 1962), 50-53.
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the villagers raised many cattle and horses. 30 Talhasochte was
on the banks of the Suwannee River in present-day Levy County.
Under jurisdiction of White King, the village contained approximately the same number of houses as Cuscowilla. 31 These Indians
were excellent boatmen. They built cypress canoes which could
hold as many as twenty or thirty men, and they made frequent
trips to the Florida Keys, the Bahamas, and Cuba. On the excursions to Cuba they traded deer skins, furs, dried fish, honey,
and bear oil for cigars, coffee, rum, and sugar. 32
These early bands were non-Muskogee-speaking peoples; they
were principally Hitchiti and Oconee, but they also included
remnants of other tribes. Shortly after 1750, Muskogee-speaking
peoples arrived from the North and settled near the earlier
arrivals. 33 These Indians scattered throughout northern Florida,
the Apalachicola River, Tallahassee, the lower Suwannee, the Alachua Prairie, and along the stretches of the St. Johns River.
The Seminoles settled in “towns . . . each a political unit with
little sense of commonness.” 34 During these early years they
were considered part of the Creek Confederacy, and they maintained political ties with their counterparts in Alabama and
Georgia. Due to poor communication, however, these ties lost
their value.
Since early Seminoles were really Lower Creeks living in
Florida, a review of the Creek form of government is in order.
The primary unit, the village, averaged about 360 persons
apiece; its highest official was a chief, chosen by the town council from one clan. Since selection of the leader was restricted
to persons from one clan, the position might be deemed heredi30.

31.

32.
33.
34.

Cowkeeper, accompanied by forty-five warriors, came to Florida with
James Oglethorpe in 1740, when the English attempted to seize the
Castillo de San Marcos. The Saint Augustine Expedition of 1740, A
Report to the South Carolina General Assembly (Columbia, 1954),
55.
Little is known concerning the date when Talahasochte was founded.
Sprague. The Florida War, 19, states that the second band to come
to Florida was the one led by Micco Hadjo which settled at Tallahassee.
Harper, Travels of William Bartram, 143.
For a survey of early Seminole settlements and research problems
see John M. Goggin, “Seminole Pottery,” Indian and Spanish Selected
Writings (Coral Gables, 1964), 180-213.
John M. Goggin “Source Materials for the Study of the Florida Seminole Indians,” Mimeographed Laboratory Notes 3 (Anthropology Laboratory, Gainesville, Florida, August 1959), 1.
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tary, although the chief could be impeached and removed by the
council. 35 Duties of the town chief included issuing invitations
to feasts and dances, receiving envoys, and presiding at the town
council. Other officials included the vice chief, assistant leaders,
ceremonial leaders, and the war speaker. All of these officials,
including the top two classes of warriors, were members of the
town council. Although officials were chosen from a certain clan,
they had to possess the ability and skill to retain their positions.
Relations between the English authorities in East Florida and
the Seminoles were peaceful and generally friendly. A treaty was
signed with the Indians in 1765, and another important conference was held at Picolata in 1767. Of the thirty leaders who
signed the Treaty of Picolata in 1765, only two were listed as
coming from Forida - the rest represented villages in Georgia.
Cowkeeper, leader of the Alachua band, was given a great medal
to denote England’s appreciation of his friendship, but Tonabe
from Apalache Old Field (Tallahassee) received nothing at all. 36
The Lower Creeks and Yamassees were bitter enemies, and
several Creek raids were made against Yamasee villages located
near Spanish settlements. The English encouraged these raids and
supplied muskets and pikes for attacks against the settlements
near Apalache and St. Augustine. In 1728, Colonel John Palmer
lead 100 whites and 100 Indians from South Carolina and burned
the Yamasee settlement at Nombre de Dios. 37 In 1735, a band
composed of Tallapoosas and Yuchis raided Picolata, destroying
the place and forcing the Yamasees and Timucuans living there
to flee to St. Augustine. 38
According to accounts given by the Creeks to the English,
the last band of the Yamasees was trapped in a bend of the
St. Johns River, and, except for some forty or fifty men, was
35. Driver, Indians of North America, 345, 400-01.
36. For accounts of the 1765 and 1767 conferences, see “The British
Meet the Seminoles,” 18-37 and 42-56; John Bartram, “Diary of a
Journey Through the Carolinas, Georgia and Florida,” Transactions
of the American Philosophical Society, New Series, XXXIII (Philadelphia, 1942), Pt. One, 1-120; John R. Alden, John Stuart and the
Southern Frontier (Ann Arbor, 1944), 201-40; Charles L. Mowat,
East Florida as a British Province 1763-1784 (Berkeley, 1943),
passim; James W. Covington, “British Gifts to the Indians: 17651766,” Florida Anthropologist, XIII (September 1960), 71-75.
37. Authur Middleton to Duke of Newcastle, June 13, 1728, PRO:CO
5/387, No. 81.
38. TePaske, Governorship of Spanish Florida, 210.
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virtually exterminated. William Bartram saw the place where the
Yamasees were supposedly buried. 39 According to a Seminole
tradition, Seminoles had killed the Yamasee men and had married
their women. 40 When a Seminole appeared to be unusually dark,
it was believed that “his Yamasee blood was showing.” In 1773,
Bartram noted that many Yamasee slaves captured by Cowkeeper
were still alive and were being fairly well treated. 41 Children
born to the Yamasee slaves and those of mixed parentage were
not considered slaves.
In 1783, Florida was returned to Spanish rule. During the
twenty-year period, Panton, Leslie and Company had developed
a monopoly of Indian trade, and, by use of bribes the firm
was able to retain the major portion of the trade after the
Spanish returned to Florida. Spanish officials recognized the importance of the fur trade, and this industry became the principal
economic activity of the colony. In William Panton’s Pensacola
store, situated on a hill behind the town, the Indians traded
deerskins for powder, shot, paint, metal goods, and salt. 42 On
May 31 and June 1, 1784, a conference attended by Governor
Arturo O'Neill of West Florida, Governor Estevan Miro of Louisiana, and Alexander McGillivray, the part white Creek chief,
set fur and hide prices. 43
Patrick Tonyn, the last governor of British East Florida, helped
his Spanish successor, Governor Vicente Manuel de Zespedes,
gain the friendship of the Florida Indians. Within a short time,
as a result, these Indians were no longer anti-Spanish as they
had been some twenty years earlier. The death of pro-British
Cowkeeper in March 1784, had much to do with this state
of affairs. Two conferences were held with the Lower Creeks
and Seminoles at St. Augustine in 1784. The Indians stated
that they wanted the continuation of the trading stores on the
3 9 . Harper, Travels of William Bartram, 88, 308.
4 0 . Interview with Captain Daniel Burch, Pensacola Gazette, October
9, 1824.
41. H a r p e r , T r a v e l s o f W i l l i a m B a r t r a m , 1 8 5 - 8 6 . M y e r M . C o h e n
claimed that the Ocklawaha band was composed of Yamasee descendants. Myer M. Cohen, Notices of Florida and the Campaigns
(Charleston, 1836), 33. See also facsimile edition with introduction by O. Z. Tyler, Jr. (Gainesville, 1964).
4 2 . Lyle N. McAlister, “Pensacola During the Second Spanish Period,”
Florida Historical Quarterly, XXXVII (January 1959), 301.
4 3 . Ibid., 295; Caughey, McGillivray of the Creeks, 75.
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St. Johns River, St. Marks, and Pensacola; they hoped that the
maintenance of these stores would reduce the visits of their young
men to St. Augustine. 44
The basis of the Indian economy at this time depended upon
their traffic in deer skins. The warriors made lengthy trips
during the fall and winter to secure the hides which were exchanged at the trading posts for guns, clothing, whiskey, and
other commodities. The women stayed at home working the fields,
tending the cattle and horses, and waiting for the males to return from their long jaunts. 45 One such hunting party, after spending some six months in the field, came into St. Augustine in
1818 to barter their wares - bear, deer, and panther skins and
bear fat. 46 After the trading, the men were seen in all parts
of the town in various stages of durnkenness caused by the
potent Cuban rum. Later, the warriors returned to their camp
site with a barrel of rum and whiskey for the women so that
the latter could have their own round of drinks. 47
The bands moving into Florida were divided into two groups
speaking “the related but not mutually intelligible, Muskogee
(Creek) and Mikasuki (Hitchiti) languages.” It was difficult to
identify a person or even a band as being Muskogee or Mikasuki.
The vast majority of personal names listed in books and papers
pertaining to the period were given in Muskogee, but some of
these persons listed were known definitely to have been Mikasuki.
Probably many persons spoke both languages, but the interpreters used Muskogee as the official language in transacting business
with the whites and the Mikasukis. The reason for this was that
more people knew Muskogee than Mikasuki. 48
Caughey, McGillivray of the Creeks, 25-26, 74-75. A list of prices
is contained in John W. Caughey, “Alexander McGillivray and the
Creek Crisis, 1783-1784,” New Spain and the Anglo-American West,
I (Los Angeles, 1932), 285-86. See also Helen Hornbeck Tanner,
Zespedes in East Florida, 1784-1790 (Coral Gables, 1963), 57-58.
45. Charles H. Fairbanks, “Excavations at Horseshoe Bend, Alabama,”
Florida Anthropologist, XV (June 1962), 51-52; Mason, “Eighteenth
Century Culture Change Among the Lower Creeks,” 65-80.
46. Anonymous, Narrative of a Voyage to the Spainsh Main (London,
1819), 164. Part of this account has been reprinted in the article
by John W. Griffin, ed., “Some Comments on the Seminole in 1818,”
Florida Anthropologist, X (November 1957), 41-49.
4 7 . Ibid., 175-76.
4 8 . Sturtevant, “Chakaika and the ‘Spanish Indians’,” 67-68.
44.
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In addition to the visits to St. Augustine, Pensacola, and St.
Marks, the greatest points of contact between whites and Seminoles was at the various fishing ranches established by fishermen
from Cuba. During the eighteenth century fishing companies
operating from Havana sent vessels to the lower Gulf coast of
Florida. The fishermen worked in the area during the season
which lasted from September to March, and they dried and salted
their catch in semi-permanent camps known as ranchos located on
the coastal islands. Some fishermen worked for the various companies during the fishing season, and preferring not to return to
Cuba, they cultivated vegetable gardens during the remainder of
the year. Sometimes they obtained additional revenue by selling
corn, peas, and melons to other fishermen. 49
It was not the custom to take white women to the ranchos,
and the resident fishermen acquired as mates women from
the bands which roamed about the area. These unions were
regarded as legally binding in Cuba, and the children were
taken to Cuba, where they were baptized and educated. 50 In
1831, William Whitehead, collector of customs at Key West,
visited Charlotte Harbor, the center of the fishing ranch activities.
He found 134 men; half of these were Indians, including thirty
Seminole women and from fifty to 100 children. 51 Relations between Seminole men and the whites living along the coast were
congenial. Several full-blood Seminoles worked as crew members
aboard the fishing vessels and were acknowledged as capable
sailors. A few plantations were established near Caximbus Sound
and Seminoles were employed as farm hands. Some Seminoles captured wild birds, which they put into willow cages and sent them
to Havana, via the fishermen to be sold. 52
Gradually the Indians pushed deeper into Florida. From
available evidence it appears that prior to 1800 no Seminole
villages were located south of Tampa Bay. The Indians used
49. James W. Covington, “Trade Relations between Southwestern Florida
and Cuba, 1600-1840,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XXXVIII (October 1955), 114-28.
5 0 . J a m e s W . C o v i n g t o n , e d . , “A Petition from Some Latin-American
Fishermen, 1838,” Teguesta, XIV (1954), 62.
51. Thelma Peters, ed., “William Adee Whitehead’s Reminiscences of Key
West,” Tequesta, XXV (1965), 38.
52. John Lee Williams, The Territory of Florida (New York, 1837), 26.
See also facsimile edition with introduction by Herbert J. Doherty,
Jr. (Gainesville, 1962).
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South Florida as a hunting ground and carried with them
“small bundles of sticks made of the sweetbay trees, which
they used in roasting their meat” because it imparted such
“a pleasant flavour.” 53 Sometimes scattered groups of Seminoles searched along the Atlantic coast for items washed ashore
from ships wrecked along the beach. 54
In 1783, Joseph Antonio de Evia was ordered by Spanish
authorities to chart the Florida coastal waters. At Tampa Bay,
he stopped and talked to some Yuchis, Tallapoosas, and
Choctaws who stated that they had travelled by horseback for
five days to hunt deer in the area. They hoped to exchange
the deerskins for guns, powder, and dry goods with the
English. 55 Since the nearest English posts were at Nassau and
Canada, the Indians probably were referring to the Panton,
Leslie company at Pensacola.
Ten years later, Vicente Folch y Juan examined the same area
in order to see if an outpost should be established. At Tampa Bay
he explored the shoreline and found two Indian villages, Cascavela
and Anattylaica. Judging from available evidence, these villages
were semi-permanent in nature, and during part of the year the
inhabitants hunted and trapped the abundant wildlife found in
the area. They then carried the skins to St. Augustine, St. Marks,
or Pensacola, where they exchanged them for blankets, shirts,
beads, saddles, flints, and other items. The Indians said they
would welcome the establishment of a trading post at Tampa Bay,
and their visits to the northern trading posts depended upon
the area in which the hunting parties operated. 56
53.

William H. Simmons, Notices of East Florida with an Account of the
Seminole Nation of Indians by a Recent Traveller in the Province
(Charleston, 1822), 25.
54. James Grant Forbes, Sketches, Historical and Topographical of the
Floridas: More Particularly of East Florida (New York, 1821), 103,
105. See also facsimile edition with introduction by James W. Covington (Gainesville, 1964).
55. Jack D. L. Holmes, “Two Spanish Expeditions to Southwest Florida,
1783-1793,” Tequesta, XXV (1965), 102. The 1757 map of Tampa
Bay, drawn by Francisco Maria Celi, shows one Indian village along
the southern shore. Charles W. Arnade, “Three Early Spanish Tampa
Bay Maps,” Tequesta, XXV (1965), 88.
56. Holmes, “Spanish Expeditions to Southwest Florida,” 105-06. In
1814, 1819, and 1820, Indian leaders from Tampa Bay were reported to have visited Havana, Sturtevant, “Chakaika and the ‘Spanish
Indians’,” 38-39.
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As more and more Creeks moved into Florida, where they
were known as Seminoles, they were welcomed by the Spanish. 57
Spain was extremely weak at this time and the Spanish governor
based his hopes for holding St. Augustine on the Seminoles. 58
Sometimes the Indians returned to their former haunts in
Georgia to trade their beef, deer meat, and hides for guns and
ammunition at the St. Marys River towns. On occasion they
raided Georgia towns, robbing and killing as they went, and
then retreating to a sanctuary in Florida. 59 The whites in Georgia
did their best to hamper these raids. They attacked Indian villages
in Florida, carrying off assorted loot and Negro slaves, and
forcing the Seminoles southward and westward away from the
eastern Georgia border zone.
The third phase of the Seminole migration into Florida
came in the period between 1812 and 1820, at which time
approximately 2,000 or more Upper and Lower Creeks emigrated in from Alabama and Georgia. Many of these Indians
had suffered crushing defeats in Alabama and Georgia and
sought refuge in Spanish Florida. Increasing white raids
eventually forced these Indians to move further south, and
several scattered permanent villages were to be found about
Tampa Bay. There were one or two as far south as Biscayne
Bay on the Atlantic.
In 1813, a force of Tennessee and Georgia militiamen
moved into the Alachua settlement and other nearby places,
burning 386 Indian homes and seizing nearly 2,000 bushels
of corn, 300 horses, and 400 head of cattle. 60 Payne, successor of Cowkeeper and principal leader of Alachua, died
several months after the raid, and his family and associates
- a party of twenty persons - migrated south to Cape Florida
For a discussion of Seminole leadership see James W. Covington,
“White Control of Seminole Leadership,” Florida Anthropologist,
XVII (September 1965), 137-46, and James W. Covington, “Apalachicola Seminole Leadership: 1820-1833," Florida Anthropologist,
XVI (June 1963), 57-62.
58. Rembert W. Patrick, Florida Fiasco (Athens, 1954), 142-43.
59. Tanner, Zespedes in East Florida, 100. For the problem from the
Spanish governor’s point of view see Richard K. Murdock, “Indian
Presents: To Give or Not To Give, Governor White’s Quandary,”
Florida Historical Quarterly, XXXV (April 1957), 326-46.
60. Patrick, Florida Fiasco, 233-34; Kenneth W. Porter, “The Cowkeeper
Dynasty of the Seminole Nation,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XXX
(April 1952), 345.
57.
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where they remained for several years. 61 After the destruction
of food supplies at Alachua, the so-called royal family, acting
under the leadership of Bowlegs moved the village west to the
banks of the Suwannee River. Another village, established some
twenty miles from Tampa Bay, was populated by Alachua refugees. 62
In March 1814, Andrew Jackson and nearly 3,000 Tennessee militiamen defeated the Upper Creeks at the Battle of
Horseshoe Bend. More than 800 warriors were killed, and those
who were able to escape from the debacle, some 1,000 led by
Peter McQueen and Francis the Prophet, fled into Spanish
Florida near Pensacola. 63 The British, who were then allies of the
Spanish, contacted the Creeks near the mouth of the Apalachicola. 64 They gave them arms and supplied food to those who were
living in the swamps near Pensacola. After some ill-fated relations with the English, Francis moved his band to a spot near
St. Marks. Some Tallapoosas made their homes along the Suwannee. They were joined by others from the Coosa River villages
who settled on the eastern side of the Suwannee’s mouth.
Upper Creek refugees living in North Florida continued
to raid the exposed frontier posts and settlements in South
Georgia, and the United States renewed action against them.
In the spring of 1818, Andrew Jackson advanced into Florida
by way of the Apalachicola River. Advancing in a southeasterly direction,
Jackson used his “discretionary power”
to destroy a number of Creek villages. 65 After capturing St.
Marks and executing Francis the Prophet, Jackson took Bowlegs’ village on the banks of the Suwannee, and the refugees
61. Mark F. Boyd, “Horatio S. Dexter,” Florida Anthropologist, XI (September 1958), 82. For a discussion concerning another band see
Kenneth W. Porter, “Origins of the St. John’s River Seminole; Were
They Mikasuki?” Florida Anthropologist, IV (November 1951),
39-45.
62. Kenneth W. Porter, “Thlonoto-sassa: A Note on an Obscure Seminole
Village of the Early 1820s,” Florida Anthropologist, XIII (December
1960), 118.
63. Thomas P. Abernethy, The South in the New Nation, 1789-1819
(Baton Rouge, 1961), 370.
6 4 . J o h n K . M a h o n , “British Strategy and Southern Indians: War of
1812,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XLIV (April 1966), 291.
65. James Parton, Life of Andrew Jackson, II (New York, 1860), 14950.
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fled southeastward to Pe-lac-le-ke-ha. 66 On the march from
St. Marks to the Suwannee, Lower Creek auxiliaries led by
Major T. S. Woodward attacked Peter McQueen’s village
on the Econfina River. Thirty-seven warriors were killed and
about 100 were captured, but Peter McQueen and 200 more
made their escape. It was believed that this band moved southward to a place below Tampa Bay. 67
In 1823, Captain Horatio S. Dexter made an extensive
tour of Central Florida and noted how the scattered bands
of Seminoles had moved southward. He found settlements
near Tampa Bay and an abandoned plantation in present day
Polk County which had been operated by Oponney. This Indian
owned twenty slaves, a two-story house, a peach orchard, and
extensive fields. When Oponney died, his son destroyed the
house, and moved $7,000 in hard coin and 100 head of horses
to a new location west of the Suwannee River. 68 Due to raids
by the Cowetas who came to steal slaves, horses, and cattle, some
bands moved about searching for better defensive positions. Dexter
said that the hunting area of the Seminoles commenced at
Tampa Bay and extended southward to the tip of the Florida
peninsula. The crossing place of the Alafia River was called the
scattering group for it was here that the large bands separated
into smaller units.
In 1822, John R. Bell, acting Seminole Indian agent,
compiled a list of all the principal Indian bands in Florida.
Of the thirty-five listed, only five are placed at Tampa Bay
or south of it. Most of the towns listed by Bell had been
named and located by several Seminole leaders in talks with
Andrew Jackson at Pensacola in 1821. 69
Ibid., 460; Porter, “Cowkeeper Dynasty,” 345. According to a report from the Washington National Intelligencer and published in
Niles’ Weekly Register, November 15, 1817, the Indians, with the
exception of the Alachua inhabitants who moved to the mouth of the
Suwannee River, did not live in villages but moved about in hunting
parties. According to this report, some runaway Negro slaves lived on
the islands along the west coast of Florida, but there were no settlements of Indians or Negroes along the Atlantic coast.
67. Mark F. Boyd, “Asi-Yaholo or Osceola,” Florida Historical Quarterly,
XXXIII (January 1955), 257-58.
68. Boyd, “Horatio S. Dexter,” 91.
69. Clarence E. Carter, ed., The Territorial Papers of the United States:
The Territory of Florida, (Washington, 1956), XXII, 463-65.
66.
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When the Treaty of Moultrie Creek was signed in September 1823, the migration of the Seminoles into central and
southern Florida accelerated, and within a short time there
was a considerable number of bands in the area. Yet most
of the major battles of the Second Seminole War took place
above Tampa and not to the south of it.
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